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“All the World’s a Mall”


The premise of this article is best illustrated through two facts:  in 1946, there were eight shopping centers in the United States and in 1992, there were 38,966.  This remarkable growth in the number of shopping malls is indicative of the changing values and needs of American society in the past 50 years.  Dating back to biblical times, outdoor shopping malls and centers have transitioned from a cluster of tradesmen to architectural monuments to consumption.  Modern shopping malls are not strictly an American trend, but an international proliferation.  Europe, Asia, and Australia all have flourishing shopping centers.  Nowhere but in America, however, have shopping malls become an expected feature in the landscape.  


Contemporary shopping malls grew with the thought of automobiles in mind.  Jesse Clyde Nichols, the designer of the first real American shopping center in 1923, foresaw the role that cars were going to play in American society and planned his mall to incorporate free parking.  The economic slump caused by the Great Depression stalled most private construction, and the surge in shopping malls did not really begin until the late 1950s, with the invention of the indoor, climate controlled shopping mall.  
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In his article attempting to explain the shopping center phenomenon, Thomas Hanchett states that the reason for the boom in malls is related to tax policy.  At that time, a tax law encouraged investors to construct rather than upgrade old properties because each property could be written off as a deduction.  Some of the factors that he neglects to mention are that land on the outskirts of cities was cheaper than land in the central business districts, thereby encouraged the building of huge sprawling malls in the soon to become suburbs.   In addition, the United States has put more effort into encouraging the automobile industry than public transit like European countries.  This in turn encourages the urban sprawl rather than building up the central business districts of cities.  Essentially, the development of the automobile industry and the rise of shopping malls are strongly correlated.  A study of a town with a strong business district but no shopping center showed that subsidies, urban renewal efforts, and grassroots efforts by the downtown merchants could not stop the decline of the business district with the growth of nearby shopping centers.  


The rise of the shopping mall has led to some detrimental effects in American society.  With the decline of downtowns, our culture has also witnessed the crowding out of small, independently owned businesses in favor of large, cheaper chain stores. Furthermore, downtowns were once the social center for public meetings, protests, and other manifestations of our rights.  Private shopping malls do not allow for this same level of freedom from authority.  Additionally, the shopping mall has become female based in both its market and its labor force.  The cyclical employment at a shopping 
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mall and the use of part time female laborers have prevented staff from reaching more than a low standard of living.  


The American mall has become a well known symbol of pride in our ability to produce and consume.  As they number of malls continues to rise and the functionality and convenience of malls outweigh any other system of a market, the negative aspects of the growth of these shopping centers will continue to be overlooked.  All the world’s a mall, and all of us in it are American consumers willing and able to support this phenomenon.  

